Decidual natural-killer-cell interaction with trophoblast: cytolysis or cytokine production?
At the implantation site, the uterine mucosa (decidua) is infiltrated by large numbers of natural killer (NK) cells. These NK cells are in close contact with the invading fetal trophoblast and we have proposed that they might be the effector cells that control the implantation of the allogeneic placenta. Recent characterization of NK cell receptors and their HLA class I ligands has suggested potential mechanisms by which NK cells might interact with trophoblast. However, what happens as a result of this interaction is not clear. The traditional method for investigating NK cell function in vitro is the protection from lysis of target cells by expression of HLA class I antigens. This might not be an accurate reflection of what happens in vivo. Another function of NK cells is the production of cytokines on contact with target cells. This could be an important outcome of the interaction between decidual NK cells and trophoblast. Decidual NK cells are known to produce a variety of cytokines; trophoblast cells express receptors for many of these cytokines, indicating that they can potentially respond. In this way, decidual NK cells have a significant influence on trophoblast behaviour during implantation.